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THE PYGMIES. 



- Befobe writing about my little pygmy friends,' I should 
first of all like to mention a few facts about the Congo Free 
State. This enormous country, reaching from the Nile to 
the West Coast, may practically be called one huge forest. 
Fortunately for its opening up, Nature has provided it with 
the most splendid service of water - ways in the world. 
Twisting and twining, the mighty Congo river runs like a 
snake through its centre, gathering into its bed from north 
and south many other large rivers like the Kasai, Ubangi, 
and Aruwimi (the latter of which joined by the Ituri, traverses 
the whole of the Stanley Forest), with their souxoes rising 
close to the Nile. 

Last year I had a most interesting hunting trip from 
Lado to Boma, merely touching the northern edge of Stanley 
Forest ; I then made my way on to try for that rare animal 
the okapi, in the big forest near Enguetra. The rainy season 
drove me out before getting a shot, though I did manage 
to see one okapi. It was some pygmy photographs taken on 
this trip which caused so many friends at home to ask why 
I could not bring some of these pygmies to England, and I 
■was thus first led to think of doing so. Having determined 
on another attempt to get the okapi, I also asked permission 
when in Brussels to take home some of the pygmies, and 
was most kindly granted It, on giving every assurance of 
their being voiunt-eers, well treated, and returned again to their 

2^2756 



homes. January 29tb found me at Lado, where I had arranged 
to meet a young Scotch engineer, by name Mr. Browne, 
whom I had met out there the previous yenr. and to whose 
assistance I was much indebted, through his being able to 
tallc the different languages. My only other attendant was 
a Khartoum native called Wahby Ahmed, who turned out a 
perfect treasure. We took with us eight donieys and a mule, 
^ though the latter unfortunately got away in the bush, and was, 
we afterwards heard, killed and eaten by the natives. With 
over 1,000 miles to trek and only eight weeks before the rains 
were due, I quite appreciated the hard task before us. How- 
ever, by marching from 25 to 30 miles a day, and meeting with 
extraordinary kindness from our Belgian hosts, who never 
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an hour for porters, we achieved our object, and had 
our three weeks' hunting. 

As the Enghsh papers have been filled with stories of all 
the natives fleeing from Belgian rule to settle in Uganda, I 
must just state the truth of how matters stand to-day on the 
Nile between Lado and Mahagi. Just beyond Kadge-Kadge I 
met a Chief called Tokwe, very busy building kraals, who told 
me that all his tribe were coming over to live on the Belgian 
side. Between Dufile and Wadelai I met and conversed with 
many chiefs, all occupied in a similar manner, their one remark 
being that having tried both Governments they preferred the 
Belgian. Two other powerful chiefs, Abala and Elo, crossed 
over to Belgian territory in July last, and have already built 
splendid villages. Further on a number of Kaie's men have 
.come over independently, while nearer Wadelai you pass village 
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after village, all newly built. Beyond Wadelai a census in 1904 
gave the number of people with the Chiefs Augola-Laia and 
Okelu of the Luru tribe at 417 — in March, 1905. the return was 
1,500. All along the same remark^ — "We are all coming back 
as we like the Belgian side best," 

On leaving Mahagi, on Lake Albert, we climbed the steep 
escarpment to begin our journey across the 140 mile stretch to 
Irumu. It was bitterly cold after the hot Nile watershed, but 
a more glorious and splendid bit of country I have not seen in 
Africa. Teeming with a population of a most friendly and 
hospitable nature, well stocked with cattle and goats, rich in 
vegetables and bananas, and well supplied with milk and eggs, 
it seenaed a perfect pai'adise. 



Beaching Irumu, quite a new post, we found our hosts. 
Lieutenant Demuenyuck and Lieutenant Siffer, most charming, 
and it was entirely owing to their help and advice that our 
expedition turned out so successfully. While resting here a 
day we heard of an old native chief who had living with him a 
a young pygmy boy of 18, called Mongongu, who could also 
talk Swahili. By the aid of numerons presents we induced the 
old man to let the boy accompany us, giving him blankets and 
clothes, with promises of more if he could induce others to 
visit England with us. This little fellow became a great 
favourite with all our party, and was quite happy when on or 
near the donkeys. He formed a quaint picture, clad in his 
br^ht red blanket, with one of my old terai hats on, stepping 
out leading our caravan, 

A few marches soon brought us to the edge of the much- 
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The Pygmies 

talked-of pygmy forest, and pushing along under very d 
ing circumstances, having run into a terrific thunderstorm, ' 
finally reached the Ituri river. By means of the only rotten 
old peioke on the stream, we at last got across, and formed our 
fii-st camp in pygmy-land. 

"We were pleased to hear that our envoys had been success- 
ful in persuading some of the little folk to come in and give us 
a dance. 

The coming of the hig white sahibs, loaded with presents, 
who only wanted to make friends with the pygmies, and see 
them dance, and get them to bunt, had evidently been well 
exploited. After a hasty meal about 35 visitors, chiefly men, 
canie in to our encampment— a weird-looking crowd, naked 
except for a small bit of deer-skin worn by the men, and two 
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bunches of leaves hv the women \fter an hour's hard thumping 
on a small drum b\ an nged waiiioi, accompanied by an 
unceasing dance b> the lest of the Msitois, we called a halt, 
and having bestowed endless cloth, salt and beads on each 
one, begged them to come next mornmg and take us liunting. 
Alas ! for oui hopes When day hght appeared it was found 
that every pygmy had made a clean Bolt ]nto the dense forest. 
There was nothing for it but to push on ; so taking possession 
of the old peroke, we embarked two of the donkeys and oui' own 
hoys, and slowly drifted down stream, while our porters marched 
alongside on the bank. Towards evening we turned up a small 
stream, and finding it too shallow for our heavily- loaded boat, 
we made for a big high-standing rock, which seemed the only 
olearplace for landing in all the dense undergrowth. Two boys 
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had swarmed up the rock and just dragged me up, when without 
a moment's warning they rushed into the jungle, throwing their 
arms wildly about and yelling like madmen. I quickly followed 
suit, finding myself stung all over. Plunging into the thickest 
hush, I at last got clear. It happened we had landed right on 
top of a flying-ant's nest, with results disastrous to ourselves. 
The others down below had to rush into the water and lie down, 
while the poor donkeys simply went mud and jumped overboard. 
Our next camp in pygmy-land was a repetition of our first, 
our visitors danced, accepted presents, made many promises, 
and then made a bolt of it at night. I began to get a little 
discouraged, but kept pushing on further into the forest, 
sometimes finding a bit of good going, at others a mere game 
trail. During the day one hardly required to wear a cap. 
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the sun's rays not penetrating through the thick foliage. We 
were terribly bothered by swarms of a peculiar sort of horse-fly, 
which bites through any clothes, and which pestered our 
donkeys almost to death. 

The most extraordinary stillness pervaded the whole place ; 
except for an occasional band of monkeys or the harsh scream- 
ing of the hom-bills there was never a sound. 

It was a pleasant surprise to us to find no ants, for last 
year in the big forest every leaf was covered with them, and one 
was bitten every second. Some of the timber is very fine, 
chiefly the false cotton tree, the trunks of which assume all 
shapes. Still more quaint are their huge, flat roots. Not more 
than three or four inches thick, they grow quite flat, often three 
feet from the ground, and run in all directions from the trunk. 
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looking like so many stalls in a stable. Placing a sheet over 
two makes a nice cool resting plaoe. 

Having reached a small stream of running water we 
decided to camp awhile and again try our luck among the pygmy 
villages scattered around. 

Here our fortune was to change, as after being looked at by a 
small band of men who came and danced, they kept tbeir word, 
and arrived next morning to hunt. Having once won tbeir 
confidence they willingly took us to see their different villages, 
bidden away in almost inaccessibie places. Following my 
usual custom, I hardly ever carried a rifle with me, and very 
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seldom even a shot-gun, tliough I found the bhootmg of a flying 
bird caused tbem much pleasuit I thmk the meie fact of 
wandering about with them, carrjmg onl\ ti camera and um 
brella or walking; stick, was the cause ot their becoming so 
friendly. Kven the women took to \isitiDg our camp alone 
when they wanted a little varietj oi some email present 

The primitive shelters^one can hjidlj call them villages — 
inhabited by the pygmies are formed of ten to twtlve leafed-in 
arbours, about seven feet in diameter and four feet high, con- 
structed by sticking in the ground some twenty supple, thin 
branches, bending them over, and then fastening ihem together 
at the centre ; these they encircle with long creepers, and then 
cover all in with big plantain leaves. 

Each luit is usually inhabited by about eight or nine people, 
who all obey their appointed chief, whose principal duty is to 
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settle disputes, and (the pygmies being entirely a nomad race) 
the frequent question of when and where to move camp, A 
' few cooking pots made out of clay, and gourds for water, are 
their sole household effects. I expected to find them quite 
devoid of dress, but now all the men wear a bit of tanned skin, 
suspended by a single cord round the waist, ornamented by one 
big glass bead, while the women renew their cheap costume 
daily by simply gathering two bunches of green leaves. The 
■ hair of all grows exceedingly short and curly, still they manage 
to spend much time in its laying out and treatment. To cut 
patterns all over the head seems the principal style; but 
some will shave half the head entirely; others cut narrow 
lanes through the hair ; while many twist it up in two or three 
peaks, into which they plait the hair of squirrels, or feathers. 
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Taking the pygmies we saw, I do not ever remember seeing 
such a wonderful variety, so many types and such extremes. 
'/The general height seemed to run from 3ft. 10 in. to 4 ft. 5 in. 
While some would be fairly fat, the greater part w^ould be mere 
skeletons; the women, as usual with all native races, being 
always more robust than the men. Their complexions vary 
from very black to a horribly sickly yellow. Flat noses and 
thick lips covering half their faces would appear in the same 
family along with really good features. Copper and brass wire 
is much prized for the making of ornaments, different coloured 
beads, large, and small, also cowrie shells, being likewise in great 
favour. For the making of weapons they collect the ironstone,? 
/?and digging a hole in the ground for the fire, smelt it down by the' 
^J^ aid of a primitive set of bellows made of roughly -tanned skin,' 
^ tied to a hollow bamboo cane, which is inserted under the fire. 
They make speaxsjknives and arrows, the latter of many types and 
well made, considenng1;berfacrtharffiey use nothing but different 
shaped stones for tools in their making. Their length of life is 
very short, the man seldom seeing 40 or the woman 35 years. 
Considering the conditions of life it is not to be wondered at. 
During eight months of the year the forest is a swamp, rain 
falling daily. Pood then is very hard to procure, and they 
live on anything they can pick up, dead ra^, mice and frogs, all 
helping to stave off hunger. Smallpox is a terrible scourge, and 
all alike seem to suffer from a hard, racking cough. Truly 
/ they have a miserable time of it, and it is astonishing how they 
have survived all these generations. Each day enlarged our 
circle of friends, and even the inhabitants of the first villages 
finally all came in and built huts, so as to hunt with us. 

And now I will describe a day's hunting. At daybreak, 
while the fog is still enveloping everything, shrill whistles begin 
to sound from all sides, and as the hunters draw near one 
catches snatches of songs. Soon they begin to muster in front 
of our tents — a motley crowd of about 140 men and boys — 
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some armed with spears, some with bows and arrows, while a 
few lead mongrel dogs with an iron bell attached to their necks. 
Having tried to explain that we do not want to kill anything 
but the okapi, and that its skin must not be cut about and 
gashed with spears, we sally forth in single file for about ten 
miles. The w^hole party then extends in a long line, we in the 
cehtre, and proceeds to drive the whole .country ahead. 
Darting about in the thick bush our friends look like so many 
little imps. Their plan of hunting is this : the moment game is 
started the man just behind blows his whistle, when imme- 
diately the men on each side dart forward in a horseshoe and 
try to encircle the animal before it can get away ; they then 
rush in and spear it. Several times did we nearly kill ourselves 
in madly trying to be in at the death, only to find they had 
stuck some miserable pig or tiny dik-dik. Of course, after this 
there was no chance of an okapi within miles. The pygmies 
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Knowing the rains were due we struuk camp and retraced 

our steps after many farewell dances. Our party now consisted 
of Chief Bokatie, aged 35, Matuka, aged 23, Mafutiminga (or the 
fat boy), aged 22, Mongongu, aged 18, an ugly old lady of 31 
called Amuriape, and a good-looking lady of 22, by name 
Kuarke, called by us the princess. We luckily procured a 
collection of old soldiers' hats and a variety of clothing for 
them as we passed Irumu. The return journey to the Nile was 
exceedingly trying, as I gave up all the donkeys, besides ham- 
mocks, for carrying our friends. As we had to lift them off and 
on nearly every quarter of a mile it was most tiring, but we 
dare not risk them 
riding over rotten 
bridges, or going up 
and down inclines. 
Besides this the women 
were always going off 
to sleep, and had several 
tumbles in conse- 
quence. We had to be 
most careful to travel 
them as much as pos- 
sible out of the sun, 
for this knocks them 
over at once. I must 
say they were very 
plucky, and, though 
often very tired, when 
interrogated would 
answer, " Yes, we are 
tired, hut Master is 
kind to us, and we 
will go on to the next 
village." My servant, 
Ahmed, was most kind 
to them, for, though 
ill himself, I could 

never persuade him to Pygmy boy. 

ride a bit and make a 

pygmy walk. Our little boy was a great jockey, and quite 
looked upon the biggest donkey (my own particular one) as his 
own mount. Further down the Nile we used an iron boat four 
days, and had to leave all the animals behind at Wadelai except 
one. Having two days' march before us, the one donkey carried 
the women, two at a time. When Mongongu saw both the 
women put on his mount and was told that he was to walk he 
got awfully cross, when suddenly a bright thought struck him 
that no one was sitting on its neck, so he asked to be placed 
there. 
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We were very lucky in reaching Khartoum safely, without 
any of the pygmies being at all sick, except the old woman, who 
was suffering from complications caused by an old healed-up 
w^ound in the back and knee, caused by a poisoned speaf in a 
tribal fight. Everyone was most kind to them all the way down, 
and my great fear was their being killed by. kindness, their one 
idea of perfect bliss being to eat and sleep, while their bugbear • 
was to exercise and wash. I see already some people in utter 
ignorance of their forest life are waiting on the atrocious crime 
of dragging these people over here. They do not think of how 
much good it may do when these same people return, and round 
the camp fires tell over and over again the wonders and kindness 
of the white masters. Instead of dragging out a mere existence 
during the nine months rainy season, half starved and attacked 
by all sorts of diseases, my little friends are having the time of 
their life, good food, clothes, and the best of medical advice, 
visiting a country whose climate I believe will suit them 
splendidly — already each nearly a stone ^leavier; I fear their 
little hearts will be sad when the tinfe- cotnes to go home. 
Another year I have no doubt half the inhabitants of the Ituri 
forest will clamour to come. 

And now I must draw this little book to a close, having 
done my best to describe a few of the habits and customs of the 
pygmies as far as we were able to ascertain them, through one, 
and often two, interpreters. After my wanderings, covering 
thousands of miles, I often wonder if it is possible that only 16 
years ago Stanley fought his. way inch by inch through all this 
country, inhabited by hundreds of tribes, mostly cannibals, and 
always fighting each other, devastated from end to end by thajt 
f most awful curse, the slave trader. I say again, I can hardly\ 
imagine that this wonderful country has been settled and 
I opened up by a mere handful of white,, men so that a man can I 
\ travel anywhere unarmed with greater safety than in any other/ 
^art of British Africa, or even the streets of London. If only^^^ 
some of these people who write so much against the Congo 
would go and see for themselves, they would find out how much 
good work has been done, and would not blame the hundreds of 
splendid hard- working ofl&cers who are making a country, which 
in a few years will be far ahead^ of anything we possess. 
Luckily, every month sees more visitors going to the Congo, who 
all return impressed with the excellent work done. My advice 
to all is *; Go and see for yourself." 
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